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INTRODUCTION 
 
The following lesson is intended for Japanese students studying English as a foreign language 
(EFL). The activity is an attempt to raise students’ consciousness regarding Katakana English 
being used in their English classes; it is also designed to bring about a greater awareness as to 
how Katakana English spoken by many students differs from the Standard English target 
language in conversation-based curriculums.  According to Sheperd (1995, 2): 
 
…Katakana English is, without a doubt, one of the main sources of English 
pronunciation problems.  Stressing every syllable and adding a vowel at the end 
of the word, English students often sound as if they are reading Katakana placed 
alongside of the words. 
 
Based on their participation in the lesson, students will be exposed to the various ways that 
communication can be impacted as a result of these differences. Specifically, students will be 
able to look at and compare both single words and paragraphs in an attempt to better understand 
differences in pronunciation, spelling and reading. 
 
Before proceeding with an explanation of the lesson, it is important to define exactly what 
Katakana English is and to explain how it differentiates from Japanese loanwords.  Essentially, a 
Japanese loanword can be defined as any word that is taken from another language and adopted 
in some form by Japanese. In such a case, the word often has a meaning that has been adapted to 
fit a Japanese context and is different from the word’s meaning in the source language. An 
example would be the word high-tension (haitenshonn), which means energetic in Japanese 
English and is generally thought to have a positive meaning. In English, however, the meaning of 
high-tension is not only different, but also has a negative connotation; while it actually means 
having a high voltage, it could easily be understood as something that is very stressful. Although 
loanwords in Japanese come from a variety of languages, it is generally accepted that English is 
the main source of these words today (Sheperd, 1995). 
  
Katakana English, however, is an oral rendering of English—which may or may not include 
loanwords—that applies the phonological sounds of Katakana, which is the phonetic system in 
the Japanese language that is generally used for writing words borrowed from other languages.  
Since each kana represents a specific sound or combination of sounds, the pronunciation of each 
sound differs from that of the original. 
   
Given the fact that Katakana and English have different phonetic systems, it is easy to 
understand why Japanese students experience problems relating to pronunciation and spelling.  
Since what is spoken tends to naturally conform to the Japanese system, words will invariably 
sound and be spelled differently (Kamiya, 1994).  As such, Japanese speakers don’t have the 
requisite knowledge and experience to be able to successfully incorporate unfamiliar English 
sounds into their lexicons. For example, in Appendix A below, the word ice cream in English 
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has two syllables; but in Japanese English, aisu kuriimu has five syllables; it is also both written 
and intoned differently than the original. Depending on the utterance, there exists significant 
potential for miscommunication, especially on the part of one who has little experience with 
Japanese speakers of English.   
 
By providing students exposure to language in the form of both words and paragraphs in this 
activity, students will have a better understanding and awareness of the differences between 
Standard English and Katakana English, particularly as they relate to pronunciation. 
 
PROCEDURE: 
 
Step 1: Single word recognition 
 
See Appendix A 
 
Students are presented with two lists of words (A and B lists).  The A list contains English words, 
and the B list contains the same words written according to the Japanese phonological system 
(Katakana). 
 
Step 2: Pair pronunciation practice 
 
See Appendix A 
 
In pairs, the students read the words aloud, noting how the pronunciation differs from the A list 
to the B list.  One student reads from the A list and the other reads from the B list. 
 
Step 3: Syllable identification 
 
See Appendix B 
 
Students count the number of syllables in each word from both lists.  Depending on the level of 
the students, the teacher may have to pre-teach what a syllable is and give some examples.  
Students then write the numbers in the spaces below. 
 
Step 4: Pair practice 
 
See Appendix B 
 
Students read paragraphs A and B in pairs, attempting to distinguish between generally accepted 
English pronunciation and the common Katakana pronunciation of the same words.  As in step 1, 
paragraph A is written in English and paragraph B is written as it would be represented 
according to Japanese phonology. 
 
Step 5: Pair reading  
 
See Appendix C 
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Student pairs take turns reading both paragraphs aloud.  The first paragraph is written in English; 
the second is written based on how the words would typically sound if pronounced according to 
the phonetics of Katakana. 
 
Step 6: Dictation 1 
 
See Appendices C and D 
 
One student reads paragraph 1 at a normal pace; his or her partner listens and writes the words in 
Katakana English. 
 
Step 7: Dictation 2 
 
Similar to the previous step, one student reads paragraph 2; his or her partner listens and writes 
the words in English. 
 
Step 8: Comparison 
 
Students compare their transcriptions with the original paragraphs in paragraphs 1 and 2. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
There has been a lot of discussion and debate surrounding the appropriateness of both loanwords 
and the use of Katakana English in English classes for Japanese students. The socio-linguistic 
implications, for example, have been written about extensively. Yamaguchi (2006) delves into 
this topic and raises questions as to the need for an understanding of common English 
pronunciation as the emphasis on international communication in English increases. Despite 
engaging arguments on both sides of the issue, the fact remains that the majority of EFL students 
in Japan will continue to use Katakana as their main frame of reference for pronunciation. Given 
this likelihood, it is important for English language professionals in Japan to acknowledge this 
unique aspect and seriously consider incorporating this type of awareness-building activity into 
their curriculum. It is especially valuable given that most students have had either limited or no 
exposure to this topic and are largely unaware of the particulars of their own pronunciation. 
Additionally, native instructors are in a position to offer insight into certain nuances of 
pronunciation that wouldn’t likely be otherwise addressed. 
  
Having used this activity in freshman English classes at Asia University, it definitely has merit in 
teaching Japanese students. Overall, the students were receptive to the lesson concept and 
participated enthusiastically throughout. It was evident that the majority of students had never 
closely considered their pronunciation, least of all in relation to their first language. As they had 
never had the opportunity to try this type of activity, most of the students were surprised at the 
profound differences between Standard English and Katakana English and came away from the 
activity with a better appreciation for potential communication difficulties. The activity can 
easily be modified to suit individual instructor or student needs and can also be tailored to fit a 
variety of English language curriculums. Not only do the students have an opportunity to 
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practice and improve their pronunciation, but they also gain insight into their native language as 
well as the language they are studying. 
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APPENDICES: 
 
Appendix A 
  A       B 
hotel hoteru 
hamburger hambāgā 
tennis tenisu 
love letter rabu retā 
ice cream aisu kuriimu 
macDonald’s makudonarudo 
tunnel tonneru 
earth a-su 
mouth mausu 
free furī 
truck torakku 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix B 
 
        A   B 
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Appendix C 
 
Paragraph 1 
 
A 
Tokyo is a great place to live because there are so many interesting things to do.  There are 
many parks, museums and department stores.  Tokyo nightlife is fun because you can go to 
different kinds of restaurants, bars and nightclubs.  There is also a lot of culture in Tokyo.  For 
example, people enjoy visiting temples and shrines and going to various festivals.  
 
 
Paragraph 2 
 
B 
Toukyou izu a gureito purēsu tu ribu bikozu zea ā so menī intaresuteingu shinguzu tu du. 
Zea ā menī pakusu, myuziamuzu ando depātomento sutoāzu.  Toukyou naitoraifu izu fan bikōzu 
yu kyan gō tu difurento kainzu obu resutorantsu, bāzu ando naito kurabuzu.  Zea izu ōso a rotto 
obu karuchā in toukyou. Fō iguzanpuru, piipo enjoi bisiting tempuruzu ando shurainzu ando 
gōingu tu bariasu fesutibaruzu. 
. 
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Appendix E 
 
A: reads paragraph A out loud 
B: listens and writes the same information in Katakana English 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A: reads paragraph B out loud 
B: listens and writes the same information in Standard English 
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